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S IUE ORAL H I S T O R Y  PR O J E C T  
S u m m e r s  199 0 ™ 9 2
H e l e n  S m i t h  Interview, May 29, 1992 
I n t e r v i e w e d  by S t a n l e y  8„ Kimball 
F i l e n a m e « SMITH. 529
Q: On this May 29, Mr,, and Mrs,, Smith, H e l e n  and Jewell, I am 
d e l i g h t e d  you have d r o p p e d  by my o f f i c e  and are w i l l i n g  to s h a r e  your 
o p i n i o n s  and v i e w s  of the e a r l y  days of this U n i v e r s i t y «  Helen, if 
you do not mind,, we will start with you,
I notice you came in J a n u a r y  of 1959, why did you come here 
H e l e n ?
H: I was w o r k i n g  at the YWCA In c h a r g e  of food service. Mrs,. 
M i l d r e d  T r a b u e  was in c h a r g e  of the c a f e t e r i a  In Alton, She as k e d  
if I wo u l d  come to work as her a s s i stant» Of c o u r s e  I was just 
l isted as s e c o n d  cook, but I was still her a s s i stant. Lula B e l l e  
Perry and M a r l o n  A r s t e a d  were the other cooks.
We were in that b u i l d i n g  on the N o r t h  si d e  of the college. The 
big b u i l d i n g  at that time was the S t u d e n t  Center« The c a f e t e r i a  was 
In the basement.
Q: And you were here just a b o u t  at the b e g i n n i n g ,  you s t a r t e d  in 
January, we s t a r t e d  c l a s s e s  here in 1957 at S h u r t l e f f  and p r i o r  to 
that time you were with the A l t o n  YWCA, in food s e r v i c e s  I p r e s u m e ?  
How di d  they learn of you, they came to y o u ?
H ; Yes, years ago I had w o r k e d  with Mrs,. Trabue, she had done 
c a t e r i n g  work and that is why she c a l l e d  me,
Q~ I h a v e n ' t  heard that name in ages.
H: It was just for catering., and I did the c a t e r i n g  at the YW„
Q: You s t a y e d  here until 1973, that's 14 years«
H: I went to East St. L ouis from Alton,, I was s u p e r v i s o r  when I 
w e n t  to East St. Louis*
Q: So you were p r o m o t e d  and went down there,,
Hr Yes, Mr. Carr an d  Hr, T u r n e r  c a l l e d  me and told me to b r i n g  my 
h u s b a n d  with me, I g u e s s  they knew we w o u l d  have to d i s c u s s  it 
together,, I took the p o s i t i o n  in East St* L ouis as a sup e r v i s o r «
Q: I remember in the 1961 News, our yearbook, t here is a p h o t o g r a p h  
of you, s o m e w h e r e  in the Old Rock H i g h  S chool down there. Why did 
you stay so long?
H: I e n j o y e d  the work and I liked it, I liked the p e o p l e  and 
e v e r y t h i n g .  I really liked East St. L ouis b e c a u s e  e v e r y o n e  was there 
in the same b u i lding. You knew the i n s t r u c t o r s  and you knew 
e v e r y o n e „
Q: Did you retire at East St., Louis?
H: No, I came to E d w a r d s v i l l e  in .1967, and then once a week I wo u l d  
c h e c k  on East St. Louis, or if s o m e t h i n g  ca m e  up I w o u l d  go and 
c h e c k  to see that e v e r y t h i n g  was right,
Q. Many p e o p l e  have m e n t i o n e d  the fact that in the so c a l l e d  go o d  
old days,, in East St. Lo u i s  and also in Alton, there was much more 
c o l l e g i a l ! t y , we were m u c h  c l o s e r  together. Then we came out here 
and we have g o t t e n  big and s c a t tered, and we have lost that..
Wh a t  do you c o n s i d e r  your g r e a t e s t  c o n t r i b u t i o n  to this place
was?'
H: I g u e s s  my e n t h u s i a s m ,  I liked my work. I l iked the p e o p l e  and 
the s t u d e n t s  and I really e n j o y e d  i t „* * * * * I N S E R T  b * * * * * I took e a r l y  
r e t i r e m e n t  b e c a u s e  I'd never had the c h a n c e  to just really live on my 
own. W h e n  the c h i l d r e n  were there 1 c o u l d  not work and then when I 
s t a r t e d  to work 1 c o u l d  not do anything. I was i n t e r e s t e d  in do i n g  
v o l u n t e e r  work in the c o m m u n i t y .  So, I took e a r l y  retirement.
Q “ Your g r e a t e s t  s a t i s f a c t i o n s ?
H: You a c t u a l l y  b e g a n  to feel like you w e r e  a pa r t  of the 
U n i v e r s i t y ,  Mr. C r a b b  c a m e  along, he was the m a n a g e r  of food 
service,. He was good to work with, and all the staff and s t u d e n t s  
w e r e  g o o d  to work with. We got a l o n g  very well.
Q: Your g reatest f rust rat i o n s ?
H : Well, I d o n ' t  re m e m b e r  that marry in Alton. In East St. Louis, 
some m o r n i n g  y o u ' d  get there and the d o u g h n u t s  w o u l d  be gone..
S o m e o n e  had s t o l e n  the d o u g h n u t s .  At that time d e l i v e r i e s  were left 
on the doorstep,, It was not very bad, but e v e r y  o n c e  in a w h i l e  they 
w o u l d  be gone, So finally, Mr. C r a b b  built a c h u t e  so they would go 
d own inside. Two or three times we had a bomb w a r n i n g  in the school. 
Of c o u r s e  e v e r y o n e  w o u l d  have to leave and go outside. F i n a l l y  they 
d i s c o v e r e d  that e v e r y  time they had a bomb w a r n i n g  there was an exam 
g o i n g  on,. The last time we had one they just i g n o r e d  it, we did not 
l eave the b u i l d i n g  or a n y t h i n g  and we did not have any m o r e  as far as 
I know.
Q: Well, that was p e r h a p s  a risky thing to do, but if it s o l v e d  it,
I g u e s s  It was w o r t h  it.
H ; Well, s o m e w a y  or a n o t h e r  they d i s c o v e r e d  that e v e r y  time they had 
one there was an exam s c h e d u l e d  for that hour.
Q : Any o ther c o m m e n t s  a l o n g  the f r u s t r a t i o n  1 ine?
H: One m o r n i n g  I went to work and Semmi, the lady who o p e n e d  up all 
the time, was there a h e a d  of me to get t hings started, n o t i c e d  the 
p l a c e  had been r o b b e d . S o m e o n e  who knew w h e r e  the m o n e y  w a s .
I g u e s s  that was the s e c o n d  time. The first time, we used to 
keep the c h a n g e  in the drawer, Well, that was taken, the c h a n g e  you 
use to o p e n  up with. After that we decided, well we will just leave 
the c a s h  register open at night., The s e c u r i t y  g u a r d  a l w a y s  went In 
w i t h  the girl who c h e c k e d  the money,, It had to have b e e n  s o m e o n e  who
knew w here the m o n e y  was b e c a u s e  the c h a n g e  d r awer was in the b o t t o m  
of the file c a b i n e t  and the m o n e y  for the b u s i n e s s  o f f i c e  was in an 
e n v e l o p e  in the top file d r a w e r  b e t w e e n  papers,. They knew e x a c t l y  
w h e r e  to look. They took e v e r y t h i n g  but the pennies. They took the 
fo l d e r  w i t h  the m o n e y  in it and the cash drawer, e x c e p t  the pennies, 
some were s c a t t e r e d  on the floor.
Q: A b o u t  how much m o n e y  was i n v o l v e d ?
Hi; I d o n ' t  know exactly,. We u s u a l l y  had a c o u p l e  h u n d r e d  to turn in 
and we a l w a y s  kept a b o u t  $ 3 5 , 0 0  in the cash box. W h e n  Semmi saw what 
had h a p p e n e d  she left the b u i l d i n g  and went to the p o l i c e  station,. 
They came back with her to c h e c k  things out, I d o n ' t  know w h a t  ever- 
h a p p e n e d  to it, but Mr. O r a b b  and Mr. H a n d y  b r o u g h t  me c h a n g e  from 
the o f f i c e  to o p e n  up that day„
Q; Did they even find who did it?
H T h e y  d i d n ' t  have any idea who c o u l d  have done it. But we 
a l w a y s  f e a r e d  s o m e o n e  who w o r k e d  there knew, b e c a u s e  they f o r c e d  the 
d r a w e r  open,.
Q: Some of your best m e m o r i e s  of your 14 years here?
H: Well,, T h e r e  in East, I keep t a l k i n g  a b o u t  East St„ L ouis I guess, 
but right a f t e r  Hr., C r a b b  came, he d e c i d e d  to have a c o u p l e  of days 
a l l - y o u“ c a n“eat s p e c ials. I think the s e c o n d  time was w h e n  he 
d e c i d e d  not to do it a n y m o r e  b e c a u s e  this one f e l l o w  just p i l e d  his 
p l a t e  c o m p l e t e l y  full of chicken,.
I had a b e a u t i f u l  f r u i t  a r r a n g e m e n t  as the c e n t e r  piece, and I 
was so d i s a p p o i n t e d  b e c a u s e  the fi rst g r o u p  that came t h r o u g h  ate 
all the fruit.
Q: W orst m e m o r i e s ?
H: Oh, s o m e t i m e s  the s t e a m  d o w n  t h e r e . S o m e t h i n g  w o u l d  h a p p e n  and 
the p l a c e  w o u l d  s t e a m  up or the d i s h w a s h e r  would, s o m e t h i n g  would 
happen, Every once in a w h i l e  we'd have a leak up over head. See we 
were in the basement.. It was c o n s i d e r e d  f i r s t  f loor b e c a u s e  you c o u l d  
en t e r  from the street» But it was still the g r o u n d  floor and the 
p i p e s  that ran t h r o u g h  we w o u l d  have a leak a lot of times and we 
w o u l d  have s o m e o n e  from the p h y s i c a l  p l a n t  come in right away and 
c h e c k  it out and w o r k  to fix it- I g u e s s  that is a b o u t  the worst 
t h i n g .
Q r. Let me ask you a tough q u e s tion, w e r e  you ev e r  s u b j e c t  to any
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  on this c a m p u s ?
H" No, W h e n  I f i r s t  came, Mr, Hubert,, was in c h a r g e  of the c a m p u s  
in East St. L ouis and he told me to b e g i n  with , Mr,. S m i t h  we have 
n ever had a b l a c k  s u p e r v i s o r  b e f o r e  but a n y b o d y  who d o e s n ' t  want to 
w ork for you they can just and w c " 11 just hire s o m e o n e  else,,
But I never, 1 had only one s t u d e n t  and he never said a n y t hing, but 
that first day I was there I went a r o u n d  and i n t r o d u c e d  myself, a s k e d  
e v e r y b o d y  their name and so later in the day I said to this student, 
you d i d n ' t  tell me your name. He said, oh it d o n ' t  make any 
d i f f e r e n c e  this is my last day to work anyway, So that's the only 
i n c i d e n t .
T here was a n o t h e r  y o u n g  man who was the p r e s i d e n t  of s t u d e n t  
council» He came in w e l c o m e d  me and told me he w a n t e d  to help me, 
w h a t e v e r  they c o u l d  do, if they c o u l d  help in anyway. They were very 
nice to me,
One day an e l d e r l y  man man w a l k e d  in, see we were right off the 
s t r e e t 5 I went over a n d  told him, y ou'll have to leave an d  he l ooked 
up and said, opps up j u m p e d  the d e v i l . That was the only time I have 
ev e r  had a n y t h i n g  said. The instruc t o r s ,  e v e r y b o d y  was very 
c o n g e n i a l ,  very nice. Over here is the s a m e  way,, when I came to 
E d w a r d s v i 1 l e , I s till had the same, there was was never any 
d i f f e r e n c e  that I noticed.
T h e r e  was one o t h e r  little thing, well, some of he s t u d e n t  
w o r k e r s  w e r e  kind of d i s t u r b e d  when I f i r s t  did it. In A l t o n  
e v e r y b o d y  pa i d  for their food, e v e n  the w o r k e r s  p a i d  for their food. 
Well in East St. Louis I d i s c o v e r e d  that they didn't. And of c o u r s e  
w h e n  I made that ruling I ran into a l i ttle problem,.
Q: Any h u m o r o u s  s t o r i e s  y o u ' d  care to p a s s  on H e l e n ?
H: Oh I d o n ' t  know,. A lot of times you had g i r l s  who came in that 
had never w o r k e d  b e f o r e « Not e v e n  at h o m e S o  C l a r a  said to m e , 
they are t e r r i b l e  they d o n ' t  even know how to take pie out of the pan
a f t e r  it's been cut,, She a s k e d  her, donr’t you help cook at home and 
she s a i d , m o t h e r  s a y s  my days c o m i n g  l a t e r „ She s a i d , wel 1 honey 
y o u r  day is here now. S o „
Some of the bo y s  d i d n ' t  know how to work and Mr« Cole was 
s u p e r v i s o r  of the p h y s i c a l  plant, a n y w a y  he was in c h a r g e  of the 
s t u d e n t s .  There was a n o t h e r  f e l l o w  was in c h a r g e  of the ph y s i c a l  
p l a n t  at that time,, But he had c h a r g e  of the s t u d e n t s  ,so he came in 
one day and says Mrs,, Smith,, Do you have a n y t h i n g  this yo u n g  man can 
do that he w on't b r e a k  up s o m e t h i n g ?  I said well the w a l l s  need
washing,, He said g o o d  X :’ll let him do that»
Q: Well di d  he h andle that all right?
H: Yes, You just had to have p a t i e n c e  with them and most of them
w e r e  a n x i o u s  to work, And it was n ' t  hard to find s t u d e n t s  when we
w e r e  in East St. L ouis to work b e c a u s e  so many of them w a n t e d  jobs,,
Q: Were your e x p e r i e n c e s  o v erall g e n e r a l l y  p r e t t y  good with the 
s t u d e n t  w o r k e r s ?
H, Oh yes, I us e d  to work too and I r e alize how p e o p l e  felt with 
s o m e o n e  over them. I a l w a y s  tryed to be reasonable. But Mr. C r a b  
use to tell me s o m e t i m e s  I was to g e n t l e  with the help,, But a n y t h i n g  
I w a n t e d  done u s u a l l y  got done,, I a s k e d  one of the f e l l o w s  to do 
s o m e t h i n g  and w h e n  I left X heard him say to the o t h e r  fellow, I'll 
do a n y t h i n g  for Mrs,, Smith, but I don't c a r e  mu c h  for the rest of 
them
And w h e n  I came i n i n the mo rni ng I wou 1 d go arou nd to each 
d e p a r t m e n t  and s p e a k  to e v e r y b o d y  and see how t h i n g s  were going,, And 
I just t h o u g h t  that was p a r t  of the what you s h o u l d  do, It w a s n ' t  
that I was t rying to buy b r o w n i e  p o i n t s  or a n y t h i n g  it's just the 
way, I r e m ember how I had been t r eated at c e r t a i n  jobs,, I have ridden 
on b o t h  ends of the w a g o n  and it's kind of b u m p y  back t here on the 
back and s i n c e  I've been in the d r i v e r s  seat I w a n t e d  to be nice to 
the o n e ' s  riding on the bumper,
Q : O b v i o u s l y  you had b l a c k  and w h i t e  s t u d e n t  w o r k e r s  m i x e d  and
p r e s u m a b l y  that never c a u s e d  any problems,.
H “ I never had any p r o blems, but when I went to East St. Louis I 
d i s c o v e r e d  that all the b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  bus p e o p l e  who did the 
d i s h e s  and the w a i t e r s  out f ront w e r e  c a u c asian. But I mi x e d  It 
b o t h  ways, I had cashiers, some w e r e  the w h i t e  girls* some were the 
b l a c k  girls, it d i d n ' t  matter. The help d i d n ' t  s e e m  to mind a bit.
I tried to treat e v e r y o n e  the same,
I tried not to ma k e  a d i f f e r e n c e ,  c a u s e  one girl s p o k e  to me one 
day and she said,, Mrs, S m i t h  they used to and I said, well we dorr t 
do that we treat e v e r y b o d y  alike,.
I had been t h rough all that and knew how they felt,. I felt I 
s h o u l d  treat the other g r o u p  the same way I w a n t e d  to be tr e a t e d  
b e c a u s e  I knew how it was to be m a d e  a d i f f e r e n c e ,
Q " That * s a great cont ribu tion you m a d e  f rorn a racial or a
a n t i - d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  p o l i c y  on this campus.
What cont ribu tions do you feel the U n i v e  rsi ty as a w h o l e  has 
m a d e  to the area?
H ” I a t t e n d e d  S h u r t l e f f  a short time and s o m e o n e  a s k e d  me if 
s o r r y  w h e n  they c l o s e d  S h u r t l e f f  down and I said no.. She never 
u n d e r s t a n d  why 1 d i d n ' t  o b j e c t  to the closing,, Well I knew the 
c o l l e g e  was c o m i n g  in and there was a b i g g e r  c h a n c e  for more 
s t u d e n t s  to a t t e n d  school,,
Q : So you re s a y x n g  that we made a g r e a t  c o n t r i b u  tion 
a c a d e m i c a l l y .
M: I think so and then I think wi t h  the d i f f e r e n t  things they 
the p r o g r a m s  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  even the c o m m u n i t y  is b e t t e r  too.
Q - C u l t u r a l  e n r i c h m e n t ,  p e r h a p s  we c o u l d  call it.
H : Yes
Q D i d  I hear you say you a t t e n d e d  S h u r t l e f f ?
H : Um-hmm*
Q: T h a t ' s  interes t i n g .  Wh e n ?
H O h  it must have been what 3 3 6 or "37 I guess,,
Q Y o u  had long s i n c e  left by the time SIUE c a m e  along.
1 w a s 
cou Id 
s ta te
had
H: Yes, I just c o u l d n ' t  a f f o r d  to go any longer« And so I had to 
get a job to work and I w o u l d  like to have gone at night, but I was 
s till w o r k i n g  and it was hard. I think I went one s e m e s t e r  at 
night.
Q ; 1 have i n t e r v i e w e d  some p e o p l e  who t aught at S h u r t l e f t  b e f o r e
we took it over and then s t a y e d  on. YQu are the f i r s t  p e r s o n  I 
think that I have t alked w i t h  who has ever been a s t u d e n t  there,, So 
t h at's an i n t e r e s t i n g  dimension,, Q u i t e  i n t e r e s t i n g  that you w o u l d  be 
t here in the 3 0 s then go e l s e w h e r e  and then come back and for a 
w h i l e  work there b e f o r e  you went to East St, Louis,
If you had it to do all over, w o u l d  you do it ag a i n ?
H: Well, if I was the same age I would.
Q: You have no s e r i o u s  regrets. Now is there a n y t h i n g  you wo u l d  
care, Helen,, to add to any of the q u e s t i o n s  we have t alked about*
Any ot h e r  a d d i t i o n  i n f o r m a t i o n  or a d d r e s s  any topic that I hav e n ' t  
add r e s s e d .
H : I'm glad of the e x p e r i e n c e  and I ’m gl a d  I w o r k e d  here b e c a u s e
I had o t h e r  e x p e r i e n c e s  I p r o b a b l y  w o u l d n ' t  have had,. No m a t t e r  what 
I e n j o y e d  and I think it h elped rne „ I really e n j o y e d  d o i n g  it, I 
think I b e n e f i t e d  from it too.,
Q; Well good on that happy note m a y b e  we will end this part of the 
i n t e r v i e w .
Well, O.K. f i ne and I e n j o y e d  doing
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